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Habits of the Heart: Poetry and Democracy
David Hassler
Director, Wick Poetry Center, 
Kent State University
I have been facilitating poetry discussion groups and leading writing work-
shops in communities throughout Ohio for nearly twenty years. Whether 
the discussion occurs within a K–12 classroom, a senior center, a veterans’ 
support group, a palliative care team of caregivers, or an outpatient therapy 
group, I have witnessed, time and again, how a single poem read aloud is 
refracted through the lens of each of our lives and becomes a trigger to 
provoke our own writing and deep listening. Indeed, poetry and the quality 
of conversation it inspires can break our hearts open to a deeper tenderness 
and connection with each other. 
In his new book, Healing the Heart of Democracy, Parker J. Palmer identifies 
five “habits of the heart” crucial to the health of our democracy, habits that I 
believe are reinforced through the practice of reading, writing, and discuss-
ing poetry. He borrows this phrase from the nineteenth-century French 
political theorist Alexis de Tocqueville, who visited the United States in 
1831–32 and wrote the classic, Democracy in America. Palmer writes, “Early 
on, Tocqueville saw that American democracy would fail if generation after 
generation of citizens did not develop what he called the ‘habits of the heart’ 
that democracy requires. By that phrase he meant deeply ingrained patterns 
of receiving, interpreting, and responding to experiences that involve our 
intellects, emotions, self-images, and concepts of meaning and purpose—habits 
that form the inward and invisible infrastructure of democracy” (Palmer 2011, 24). 
Palmer identifies these five habits as imperatives: “1. We must understand that 
we are all in this together; 2. We must develop an appreciation of the value 
of ‘otherness’; 3. We must cultivate the ability to hold tension in life-giving 
ways; 4. We must generate a sense of personal voice and agency; 5. We must 
strengthen our capacity to create community” (Ibid., 44–45). In my experi-
ence, the use of poetry in community workshops and discussion groups calls 
forth these “habits of heart”—indeed, all five of them.
At Kent State University’s Wick Poetry Center, our core mission is to 
encourage new voices by bringing poetry to people’s everyday lives. Our 
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Traveling Stanzas™ community arts project is doing just that in innovative 
ways by engaging our community and traveling far around the world. A col-
laboration between Kent State’s Wick Poetry Center and Kent State student 
designers, Traveling Stanzas™ places original poetry from our community 
writing workshops on posters in Northeast Ohio mass-transit systems, busi-
nesses, libraries, and classrooms. These poetry designs have also traveled around 
the world as free, animated e-greetings with original audio recordings of the 
poets reading their poems. 
The seed bed of these poems is the quality of the conversation that takes place 
in our community workshops—which is often a deep and authentic heart-talk. 
Democracy thrives on this ability and opportunity to come together with our 
differences, to engage in an authentic dialogue, and to use that energy creatively. 
What many call the “politics of rage,” Palmer renames the “politics of 
the brokenhearted.” It is in the heart, he points out, where we integrate all 
our different ways of knowing—“intellectual, emotional, sensory, intuitive, 
imaginative, experiential, relational, and bodily, among others” (6). Indeed, 
‘heart’ is derived from the Latin cor, which points to the core sense of ourselves 
and is the root of the word courage. It is from the heart that we gather up 
the courage to act on our knowledge and beliefs. By connecting us to the 
emotional truths in our lives and each other’s lives, poetry can literally en-
courage us, a word which derives from Old French meaning to “make strong, 
hearten.” Poetry can give us heart, give us back our hearts, and connect us 
to the hearts of others—what the German poet Rainier Maria Rilke called 
“heart-work.” In his poem, Wendung (“Turning Point”), translated by Stephen 
Mitchell (1982, 133), Rilke writes: “Work of the eyes is done, now / go and 
do heart-work / on all the images imprisoned within you . . .”
Ultimately, how we connect with each other, Palmer points out, how we 
are opened up to each other’s lives, is in realizing that we have experienced 
“similar forms of grief.” It is more often through our wounds that we are 
softened and sensitized to each other. Palmer makes clear that the heartache 
we feel in our society can be experienced as either a debilitating and destruc-
tive force that breaks our hearts “apart,” or as a source of creative energy and 
connection that breaks our hearts “open.” He reminds us that “the broken-
open heart is a source of power as well as compassion” (Palmer 2011, 23). 
He points out that the heart is, in fact, “pre-political,” the place from which 
we form our beliefs and find the courage to act. 
What poetry does best is to encourage us to be feisty and engaged, to be 
participants and not passive observers, to wake us up to our own imperatives 
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and the necessary task of making meaning out of our lives. Poetry helps us 
‘think the world together,’ not apart. This is the real heart-work of poetry and 
where we can strengthen all five habits of the heart that Palmer elucidates: 
where we feel that we are ‘in this together;’ where we connect with ‘the 
other;’ where we hold the tensions in our lives creatively; where we discover 
the power and agency of our own voices; and finally, through the quality of 
this conversation, strengthen our communities. 
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